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WILLIAM SYER BRISTOWE. 1901-1979 

William Syer Bristowe, who died on 11 January 
1979, had been a prominent and in many ways a 
unique figure in the history of arachnology in Britain. 
Being a man well known for his many interests and 
hobbies it was fortunate that his interest in spiders, 
which began at the age of five, persisted throughout 
his life. His numerous papers on spiders and insects 
(mostly pompilid wasps) spanned a period of more 
than half a century and of these the majority were 
published before 1941, the year in which he reached 
the age of forty and in which the second volume of 
The Comity of Spiders appeared. 

He was born at. Stoke d’Abernon in Surrey on 
1 September 1901 and his childhood and early school 
days were happy ones. His father and relations on 
both sides of the family were keen naturalists, and 
fostered his interests in animals and animal behaviour. 
He developed an interest in spiders at an early age, 
and it was during his period at Wellington College 
during the 1914-18 war that he determined to write a 
book eventually on the habits of spiders. In 1920 he 
went up to Cambridge, at Gonville and Caius; initially 
he read medicine but soon switched to science 
(chemistry, physics, zoology and botany). In the long 
vacations of 1921 and 1923 he joined expeditions to 
Jan Mayen Island and central Brazil, and from these 
came two early papers on spiders. At university, 
athletics claimed much of his time: he was elected 
President of the University Athletics Club, was a 
member of the joint Oxford and Cambridge team to 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Austria in 1924 and 
captained the team to the Pennsylvania Relays in the 
U.S.A. It was on this last tour that he went down 
with rheumatic fever, which put an end to his chances 
of being in the 1924 Olympic team. Rugby football 
upset his last year. He had played for the Harlequins 
and occasionally Cambridge and in one game suffered 
bad concussion and a serious ear injury, and this 
caused his absence from work for a term in his 
examination year, with the result that he reckoned an 
academic career would be ruled out. After coming 
down from Cambridge in 1924 he joined Brunner 
Mond, later to be incorporated in I.C.I., and with 
them he spent the rest of his working life, retiring at 
the end of 1962 after 14 years as head of the Central 



Staff Department. His work involved trips to Malaya, 
Thailand and Indonesia to establish a subsidiary 
company, and it was during the period when he was 
head of the Far East Department in London that he 
rediscovered Liphistius desuitor, a spider which had 
not been seen since 1875. He also visited Krakatoa 
and the Batu caves and studied the habits of Desis. 

In the meantime he was producing a steady stream 
of papers, some dealing with distribution, for 
example on the spiders of islands such as Madeira, Jan 
Mayen, Scilly, Lundy and and Western Isles of 
Scotland. Another series bore the title “Notes on the 
biology of spiders”; some of these papers are now 
classics and are all extremely interesting to read. His 
pioneer contributions to the subject of courtship and 
mating, now well known and universally quoted, were 
made at this time, and his knowledge of spiders was 
then unrivalled by anyone of his generation in 
Britain. He was the first to admit that this was due in 
no small part to the help and encouragement he had 
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received over the years from his old friend Dr A. R. 
Jackson, and like Jackson he was himself always 
generous with the encouragement and practical assist¬ 
ance that he gave to aspiring younger arachnologists. 
One particularly interesting paper during this period 
was his “Classification of spiders” (1938), written 
primarily as criticism of Petrunkevitch’s conclusions; 
it displays as perhaps no other his cautious well- 
balanced method of argument, and was something of 
a landmark in its day. 

The publication in 1939 and 1941 of the two 
volumes of The Comity of Spiders may perhaps be 
held to mark the peak of his work and to constitute 
his most abiding contribution to British arachnology. 
In this work he brought together his thoughts and 
results of observation on every aspect of the lives and 
habits of spiders. Capture of prey, the nature of their 
food, their enemies, courtship and mating are 
described and discussed with a straightforward 
simplicity and clarity that characterised all his 
writings, and with an authority that could only have 
sprung from his great first-hand experience and know¬ 
ledge. In the first volume the three chapters on “Dis¬ 
tribution by environments”, “The dispersal of 
spiders”, and “The spider population” contain the 
first significant contributions in this country to many 
ecological problems, and he must be considered in 
fact to have been our first spider ecologist. In addi¬ 
tion he brought together here in permanent form so 
much of the knowledge scattered throughout the 
literature by our predecessors; his list of species, their 
known distribution and the synonyms of their 
accepted names were themselves contributions for 
which everyone has cause to be grateful. The award 
of an Sc.D. by his University on the publication of 
this work was a notable distinction to have been 
attained by an amateur. 

In the early 1940s, the only arachnologists in 
Britain who were competent to identify the more 
difficult species, and particularly the Linyphiidae, 
were W. Falconer, J. E. Hull and A. R. Jackson, all of 
whom were amateurs who in their youth had over¬ 
lapped with O.P.-Cambridge. Falconer died in 1943, 
Hull was already old, and consequently Jackson’s 
death in early 1944 dealt a serious blow to the 
taxonomic branch of British araneology. It had been 
clear for some time that what was badly needed was a 
modern textbook describing all the British species in 
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sufficient detail to permit their identification by any 
competent naturalist. At a meeting in the summer of 
1944 in wartime London, Bristowe was a prime 
mover with us in instigating an immediate start on 
this project. The work had not progressed very far, 
however, when he found it necessary, for domestic 
and professional reasons, to retire from the venture, 
to the profound regret of the remaining authors of 
British Spiders. 

After 1945 he published fewer papers having much 
scientific interest, but others appeared on biograph¬ 
ical and historical matters, and these reflected his 
wide interests and make very good reading. He con¬ 
tinued however to work on liphistiids and published 
his last paper on these in 1976. He also rediscovered 
Lycosa ingens on the Desertas near Madeira. The 
World of Spiders in the New Naturalist’ series, illus¬ 
trated by Arthur Smith, appeared in 1958. This 
attractive book is too well known to need much 
comment, but it contains a number of original ob¬ 
servations and thoughts and because it deals with 
behaviour in a lively style and is well illustrated has 
probably done more than any other work to promote 
the wider appeal of arachnology in Britain. In 1962 
he was presented by the Duke of Edinburgh with the 
first of the Stamford Raffles Awards, then newly 
established by the Zoological Society of London in 
memory of Sir Stamford Raffles, who with Sir 
Humphrey Davy was one of its founders. These 
awards are given annually to an amateur zoologist for 
distinguished contributions to zoology. 

After retirement he was able to devote more time 
to some of his other interests and hobbies including 
antiques, stamps, gardening, gipsy caravans, archae¬ 
ology (often in company with his friend the late Dr 
T. C. Lethridge), and not forgetting Sherlock Holmes. 
In all these activities he set himself a certain excel¬ 
lence and often made original contributions. He con¬ 
tinued to travel nearly every winter to places in 
Europe and, in spite of a stroke in 1971, paid visits to 
Thailand (for a book on its history) and also to Sri 
Lanka, Kenya, Malaysia, Sumatra and Borneo, during 
which he resumed his search for and study of Liphis- 
tius species. A paper in the Journal of Zoology 
(1976) gave a list of the ten known liphistiids, pro¬ 
duced after he had sorted out the synonyms and 
rediscovered L. sumatranus. In 1977 he commu¬ 
nicated his final views on these spiders at the Inter- 
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national Congress of Arachnology at Exeter, and it 
gave him great pleasure to be elected Honorary Presi¬ 
dent of the Congress. 

Opinions will vary about the relative value of his 
many remarkable contributions to arachnology. A 
good memory, inexhaustible patience and a cautious 
well-balanced logical mind , fitted him well for the 
studies he undertook. He had moreover a rare gift for 
observing living creatures and seeing the significance 
of what he observed, facts often missed by those 
without this special facility. Always a loner, even in 
Cambridge days, he seemed sometimes to be the last 
of those outstanding figures he so much admired and 
whose lives and thinking he did so much to elucidate. 
Some have regretted that in the years since the war he 
had not made more contact with workers in other 
countries. Be all that as it may, we shall miss the 
company and writings of a very charming friend. 

G. H. Locket and A. F. Millidge 
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